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Vietnam has a total population of about 94 million, 
with more that 13 million persons belonging to one  
of the more than 50 recognised ethnic minorities. 
Some ethnic minorities have a population of over one 
million while others vary between 5,000 and only  
100 individuals. Ethnic minorities are found in all 
provinces, but most live in the mountainous areas. 
Their average per capita income is only 1/6th of the 
national average. Single women account for many  
of the households in ethnic minority areas and the 
income they earn is substantially lower than that 
earned by men for the same type of work. 
 Access to infrastructure and communications is 
limited in these remote areas. Many settlements are  
far from district and commune centres, from markets, 
hospitals and schools. Roads connecting the various 
hamlets are poor, especially in the flooding season. 
Although most ethnic minority people have health 
insurance certificates, only about half register for 
regular check-ups. The number of households with 
sanitary latrines has increased among most ethnic 
groups but not all have benefited. Similarly, the 
majority of households in these areas still have no 
access to water. The situation is especially difficult  
for women who have limited access to education  
and information on legal matters and employment. 
The situation of ethnic  
women in Vietnam
Most ethnic minority women are involved in 
agriculture, while men work as hired labourers.  
The percentage of women in leadership roles is low 
(ranging from 17.5% at a central level to 10% at a 
district level) and they mainly fulfil deputy positions. 
Their voice in family matters is also limited. Men are 
the ones who decide on issues involving household 
expenditures and the upbringing or marriage of their 
children. Even though the proportion of women 
attending community meetings has increased,  
many still hesitate to join.
Ethnic minority women play an important role  
in the exploitation and management of the forest 
resources. They protect the local biodiversity, and  
help conserve genetic resources in forests, rivers  
and streams. In particular, they know how forest  
herbs can contribute to family and community  
health. But women do not have legal rights to land, 
and marriage or divorce does not alter this situation. 
Single women face particular problems in cases of  
land withdrawal because they have not been provided 
with a certificate. Having no inheritance rights, they 
are unable to claim compensation. 
In 2007, the Communist Party of Vietnam issued Resolution  
No. 111-NQ/TW. In a period of accelerated national industrialization 
and modernization, its objective was to promote women’s participation. 
This was especially important in mountainous and remote areas, where 
the percentage of illiterate women living in poverty is high. Despite the 
fact that the government had enacted policies to stimulate women’s 
development and equality, women still faced many difficulties. Now, 
more than ten years after this Resolution was passed, the Vietnam 
Women’s Union organised a national workshop to analyse its effects. 
The objective of the workshop was to study the extent to which the 
rights of Vietnamese ethnic women have been incorporated into  
policy and law, and to present recommendations. This case study 
presents an analysis of the results.
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country. By developing specific skills, it was expected 
that women would be able to meet the requirements  
of industrialization, modernization and international 
economic integration. Their material, cultural and 
spiritual life would also improve, and they would be 
able to contribute to their families and society at large. 
Vietnam was to become one of the most progressive 
countries in the region when it came to achieving 
gender equality. 
General findings
More than ten years later, our research found four 
legal documents relating to ethnic women. These 
included a coordination programme between the 
Committee for Ethnic Minority Affairs and the 
Vietnam Women’s Union on the mobilization of 
ethnic minority women in the period 2014 – 2016. 
There was also a joint circular and a national decree 
stipulating the need to have supporting policies for 
poor, ethnic minority women in accordance with the 
country’s population policy. Ethnic minorities and 
women are referred to in the national programme  
for reducing greenhouse gas emissions through the 
mitigation of deforestation and forest degradation,  
and the conservation and enhancement of forest 
carbon stocks for the period of 2016-2020. 
This is positive, but clearly insufficient. Through  
the policy documents and the national programmes 
studied it became clear that most laws, policies and 
action programmes do not support the needs of ethnic 
minority women in mountainous and remote areas. 
There were almost no references to the high illiteracy 
rates, the introduction of primary education and 
vocational training programmes, or to measures taken 
to reduce poverty and facilitate access to information. 
The coordination programme between the 
Committee for Ethnic Minority Affairs and the 
Vietnam Women’s Union proved to be the only 
exception here. 
Furthermore, the term “women” is mentioned only 
once in each document and there is no special 
reference to ethnic women in those policies specifically 
related to the provision of legal assistance to poor and 
ethnic minorities, such as, for example, Decision  
No. 59/2012/QD-TTG and 52/2010/QD-TTG.  
The phrases “ethnic minority” and “ethnic women” 
do not appear in the fifth draft of the revised Law on 
Forest Protection and Development, even though this 
law will have a direct impact on all ethnic minorities. 
In terms of health, Decree No. 39/2015/NĐ-CP, 
which highlights the need to support poor household 
women from ethnic minorities when they deliver 
babies – in compliance with the Population Policy – 
has also not been based on Resolution No.11. 
In general, ethnic minority people tend to marry when 
they are around 21 years old. The average percentage 
of near-blood line marriages is 6.5% but in some 
ethnic groups this can run to over 40 %. Near-blood 
line marriages in ethnic minorities, especially in 
inaccessible areas, has neither been reduced or 
stopped. There are also major shortcomings in the 
reproductive health care provided to ethnic minority 
women. Only 70.9% have at least one antenatal 
examination in health care facilities. Home births  
are common, and the rate of contraceptive use,  
at 79%, is high. However, as the national family 
planning programme only targets married couples, 
the unmarried couples, adolescents and migrant  
workers have limited access to these services.
In 2007, official documents stated that the different 
campaigns for women and gender equality had 
achieved clear results, but also that poor, illiterate  
and older women living in mountainous and remote 
regions still faced major challenges. And given the 
demands of industrialization and international 
economic integration, new challenges were emerging. 
Today, discrimination against women and girls 
continues in various forms. The percentage of women 
who serve as leaders and managers remains low, and 
does not reflect the capacity and development of the 
female labour force. In some fields, the already low 
percentage of female officials continues to decline,  
and there are insufficient policies and methods to 
motivate and mobilise women. 
Resolution No. 11 stipulated that it is necessary to 
focus on the different ways of stimulating the active 
participation of women in ensuring gender equality, 
the development of the family, the community and the 
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A study of the decrees and circulars drafted and passed 
at a central level showed that if government documents 
are not based on Resolution No.11 and do not mention 
ethnic women specifically, then they will also not be 
referred to in provincial and district level documents.
A few comments
Population policies are usually designed at a national 
level, with one set of guidelines being sufficient for all 
cases and contexts. But specific situations can be very 
different – especially where ethnic minority women 
are concerned. If these elements are not taken into 
consideration, the suitability of the policy is reduced, 
just as its effectiveness at the local level. 
Our research showed that development results are  
not specified in those strategies, development plans, 
programmes and projects where ethnic minorities or 
ethnic minority women are said to be a priority, and 
the resources needed for implementation are also not 
indicated. Most policy makers are not familiar with 
the specific needs of ethnic people and, as a result, the 
targets, contents and obligations in these policies are 
often not realistic. Such policies need to be 
supplemented and revised. New policies rarely 
mention gender equality and gender equality rights. 
There are also major discrepancies between the 
policies of different regions and communities and 
those relating to non-ethnic and ethnic people. 
Bottlenecks also occur because documents on how 
policies should be implemented are not available on 
time. The lack of central and decentralised resources 
also hinders implementation. Local authorities, 
especially at a commune level, often lack the capacity 
to understand and implement ethnic-minority related 
policies. This can lead to policies being ineffectively or 
incorrectly implemented. Effective implementation 
also depends on policies being adjusted to rapidly 
changing situations. Policy planners are not yet 
updated on how the roles, needs and individual rights 
of ethnic minority women need to change to address 
global economic and cultural challenges. Policy 
makers need to establish a closer relationship with 
ethnic women who are familiar with sustainable forest 
management practices and with the impact of climate 
change. 
Urgent needs
Strong prejudice about the role women should play  
has trapped them in secondary roles and prevented 
them from contributing fully to agriculture and the 
preservation of traditional culture. Prejudice has  
also limited their access to education and medical 
treatment. In Vietnam, gender equality and the 
incorporation of gender issues into policies and 
regulations has not been seriously taken up in 
research. At the same time, ethnic minorities are the 
most disadvantaged in Vietnam. Consequently, ethnic 
minorities, especially ethnic women, need protection, 
equality and development opportunities. They need  
to be empowered to have resource ownership and to 
be able to make a solid contribution to their country.
It is therefore essential to develop a new law on ethnic 
minorities to show Vietnam’s commitment to the 
international treaties it has signed. Such a law will 
stimulate the recognition of ethnic minorities, protect 
their rights and enhance equality as well as helping  
to reduce discrimination. It would also lead to the 
strengthening of decentralised policies, improve 
coordination, provide an overall policy framework and 
incorporate targets that will support the authorities at 
all levels. The law should also take account of the 
culture and particular conditions of each area. This 
will enhance the participation of ethnic minorities in 
planning and executing development policies on land 
and forest resources, in both their own and the 
national interest. It will also improve the access of 
ethnic minorities to the justice system.
Policies relating to ethnic minority men and women 
need to meet the demands of gender equality and the 
development needs of ethnic women. Developing these 
policies requires an analysis and understanding of gender 
relations, a process that requires sensitivity and 
Policies and programmes should  
focus on the specific cultural identity  
of indigenous people and promote  
their integration into the national ethos.
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Policies and programmes should, therefore, focus  
on the specific cultural identity of indigenous people 
and promote their integration into the national ethos. 
Encouraging ethnic minorities to conserve their ethnic 
culture via the revival of traditional festivals, songs, 
dances and the preservation of ethnic treasures could 
play an important role here. The policy also needs  
to promote the participation of ethnic minority  
women in the protection and development of forests, 
especially given the current problem of coping with 
climate change.
Conclusions
The Communist Party of Vietnam and the national 
government are playing a vital role in the development 
of policies that promote and sustain the voice of ethnic 
women on development issues. National and 
provincial feedback on these issues, however, needs to 
be reviewed, revised and clarified. Such a process 
should include clear procedures and processes that 
indicate who is responsible for providing this feedback, 
and how it should be received and addressed. 
Equally important is to ensure that feedback is taken 
into account during every decision making process. 
This could entail strengthening existing institutions. 
Particularly important is ensuring that systems are 
accountable, transparent, reliable and accessible to 
ethnic women. Current laws on public participation 
and gender equality that pay special attention to 
ethnic minority communities and ethnic women  
need to be reviewed and their operationalisation 
strengthened. At the same time, legal mechanisms  
for developing, piloting and adopting the rights of 
ethnic minorities to participate and be represented 
should be recognised. 
information. Adequate budgets for policy implementation 
must also be allocated and the policy itself should be 
realistic enough for implementation. Policy development 
plans must be public, and the opinions of communities, 
ethnic minority women, gender scientists and other 
experts should be taken into consideration. In fact, in 
this bottom-up approach the compulsory integration 
of ethnic minority men and women during the policy 
making process is a must. 
It is also important that policies consider women as 
active contributors rather than passive beneficiaries. 
This can be achieved, for example, by setting up 
mechanisms that increase the number of ethnic 
women in leadership positions at a local government 
level. For this to happen, the knowledge and skills of 
ethnic women, especially young women, need to be 
enhanced. Special efforts and schemes are needed to 
motivate ethnic communities to send girls to schools  
at the correct age, and to encourage them to go on to 
further studies. Ethnic minority women also need 
support in becoming bilingual, and should have access 
to training in starting and running a business.  
Young women could become involved in processing 
agricultural and non-agricultural products, for example, 
if they had access to market information and credit 
facilities, and if they were able to form cooperatives  
to ensure they could meet market demand. 
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